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1
ADAPTIVE BIT RATE SWITCHING

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application is a continuation of U.S. patent applica-
tion Ser. No. 12/877,925 filed Sep. 8, 2010 entitled
“METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR ADAPTIVE BIT
RATE SWITCHING,” issued on Nov. 19, 2013 as U.S. Pat.
No. 8,589,583, which is incorporated by reference in its
entirety for all purposes.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

The present invention relates to systems and methods for
providing streamed media programs and in particular, to a
method and apparatus for adapting a media program player to
select a media program bitstream having the appropriate bit
rate for communication channel conditions.

2. Description of the Related Art

The dissemination and playback of media programs has
undergone substantial changes in the past decade. Previously,
media programs (which may include audio, video, or both)
were disseminated either by analog broadcast (conventional,
satellite, or cable) or by dissemination of films to movie
theaters.

These traditional dissemination and playback means
remain in use after the advent of digital technology. However,
digital technologies have had a profound effect on the dis-
semination and playback of media programs.

First, digital technology permitted the use of digital video
recorders (DVRs). DVRs, while similar in function to stan-
dard analog video cassette recorders (VCRs), provide a num-
ber of additional useful functions including live pause, the
ability to record one program while playing back another, and
the integration of the electronic program guides with DVR
functionality (so that the recordation of media programs
could be scheduled far in advance).

Second, digital technology also permitted the dissemina-
tion and playback of media programs via the Internet, and
with improved signal processing and more and more house-
holds with high-speed Internet access (e.g. DSL, fiber, and/or
satellite). These methods of dissemination and playback have
become competitive with traditional means. Dissemination of
media programs via the Internet may occur either by simple
downloading, progressive downloading or streaming.

Progressive Downloading

For progressive download, a media file having the media
program is downloaded via the Internet using dial-up, DSL,
ADSL, cable, T1, or other high speed connection. Such
downloading is typically performed from a web server via the
Internet.

Simple downloading downloads the bytes of the media file
in any convenient order, while progressive download down-
loads bytes at the beginning of a file and continues download-
ing the file sequentially and consecutively until the last byte.
At any particular time during progressive downloading, por-
tions of the file may not be immediately available for play-
back. In some situations, the entire file must be downloaded
first before a media player can start playback. In other pro-
gressive download situations, media players are able to start
playback once enough of the beginning of the file has down-
loaded, however, the media player must download enough
information to support some form of playback before play-
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2

back can occur. Playback of progressively downloaded media
files is often delayed by slow Internet connections and is also
often choppy and/or contains a high likelihood of stopping
after only a few seconds. Once a progressively downloaded
media program has been completely downloaded, it may be
stored on the end-user computer for later use.

One of the disadvantages of a progressive downloading is
that the client simply pulls the data to the client as fast as
possible. It may appear to be “streaming” the video because
the progressive download capability of many media players
allows playback as soon as an adequate amount of data has
been downloaded. However, the user cannot typically fast-
forward to the end of the file until the entire file has been
delivered by the web server. Another disadvantage with pro-
gressive downloading is that the web server does not make
allowances for the data rate of the video file. Hence if the
network bandwidth is lower than the data rate required by the
video file, the user will have to wait a period of time before
playback can begin. If playback speed exceeds the data trans-
fer speed, playback may be paused for a period of time while
additional data is downloaded, interrupting the viewing expe-
rience. However, the video playback quality may be higher
when the playback occurs because of the potentially higher
data rate. For example, if a 100 kbps video file can be deliv-
ered over a 56 kbps modem, the video will be presented at the
100 kbps rate, but there may be periods when playback will be
paused while additional video data is downloaded. The video
data is typically downloaded and stored as a temporary file in
its entirety.

Web servers typically use HTTP (hypertext transport pro-
tocol) on top of TCP (transfer control protocol) to transfer
files over the network. TCP, which controls the transport of
data packets over the network, is optimized for guaranteed
delivery of data, not speed. Therefore, if a browser senses that
data is missing, a resend request will be issued and the data
will be resent. In networks with high delivery errors, resend
requests may consume a large amount of bandwidth. Since
TCP is not designed for efficient delivery of adequate data or
bandwidth control (but rather guaranteed delivery ofall data),
it is not preferred for the delivery of video data in all appli-
cations.

Streaming

Streaming delivers media content continuously to a media
player and media playback occurs simultaneously. The end-
user is capable of playing the media immediately upon deliv-
ery by the content provider. Traditional streaming techniques
originate from a single provider delivering a stream of data to
a set of end-users. High bandwidths and central processing
unit (CPU) power are required to deliver a single stream to a
large audience, and the required bandwidth of the provider
increases as the number of end-users increases.

Unlike progressive downloading, streaming media can be
delivered on-demand or live. Wherein progressive download
requires downloading the entire file or downloading enough
of'the entire file to start playback at the beginning, streaming
enables immediate playback at any point within the file. End-
users may skip through the media file to start playback or
change playback to any point in the media file. Hence, the
end-user does not need to wait for the file to progressively
download. Typically, streaming media is delivered from a few
dedicated servers having high bandwidth capabilities.

A streaming media server is a specialized device that
accepts requests for video files, and with information about
the format, bandwidth and structure of those files, delivers
just the amount of data necessary to play the video, at the rate
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needed to play it. Streaming media servers may also account
for the transmission bandwidth and capabilities of the media
player. Unlike the web server, the streaming media server
communicates with the user computer using control mes-
sages and data messages to adjust to changing network con-
ditions as the video is played. These control messages can
include commands for trick play functions such as fast for-
ward, fast reverse, pausing, or seeking to a particular part of
the file. Since a streaming media server transmits video data
only as needed and at the rate that is needed, precise control
over the number of streams served can be maintained. Unlike
the case with progressive downloading, the viewer will not be
able to view high data rate videos over a lower data rate
transmission medium. However, streaming media servers (1)
provide users random access to the video file, (2) allow moni-
toring of who is viewing what video programs and how long
they are watched (3) use transmission bandwidth more effi-
ciently, since only the amount of data required to support the
viewing experience is transmitted, and (4) do not perma-
nently store the video file in the viewer’s computer (the file is
ultimately discarded by the media player, thus allowing more
control over the content).

Streaming media servers may use HTTP, TCP or RTSP
(real time streaming protocol) to deliver video streams, but
generally use RTMP (real time messaging protocol) and UDP
(user datagram protocol). These protocols permit control
messages and save bandwidth by reducing overhead. Unlike
TCP, when data is dropped during transmission, UDP does
not transmit resent requests. Instead, the server continues to
send data. Streaming media servers can also deliver live web-
casts and can multicast, which allows more than one client to
tune into a single stream, thus saving bandwidth.

Typically, progressively downloaded media is transmitted
to the user computer at a rate that is faster than playback. The
media program player 304 buffers this data, and may indicate
how much of the media program has been buffered by pro-
viding an indicator, usually as a part of a “progress bar”” A
control is often provided that allows the user to go to any point
in the program that has already been buffered by selecting the
control and moving it to a different location along the
progress bar. This allows the user to randomly access any
buffered portion of the media program.

Streaming media players do not rely on buffering to pro-
vide random access to any point in the media program.
Instead, this is accomplished through the use of control mes-
sages transmitted from the media player to the streaming
media server.

Mobile Devices

There is a desire to transmit media programs to mobile
media program playback devices such as cellphones,
IPHONES, PDAs, laptop computers, and the like. Transmis-
sion of media programs to mobile devices offers additional
challenges, as the bandwidth of the communication channel is
typically reduced, and the processing power of the device
itself is typically less than that of an ordinary computer or
special purpose device.

Transmission protocols have been developed to transmit
media programs to such devices, including live media pro-
grams. The transmission of live media programs can be even
more challenging as the length of such streams is unbounded.
One such transmission protocol is the HTTP live streaming
protocol of the IETF (Internet Engineering Task Force) Trust
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available at http://tools.ietf.org/html/draft-pantos-http-live-
streaming-04 and provided in the Appendix attached hereto.

Throughput

Whether via HTTP, TCP, RTSP, RTMP, UDP, or live
streaming, the throughput of the communications channel
used to transceive media programs is highly variable and
difficult to predict. Accordingly, media servers typically store
several different versions of each media program, with each
different version optimized for different communications
channel throughput, and the appropriate version is selected
for transception based upon the communications channel
throughput.

However, while the bit rate of most streamed media pro-
grams is temporally constant, this is not the case where vari-
able bit rate encoding is employed. With variable bit rate
encoding, the media program is encoded using a bit rate that
varies with the program material, and hence, varies with time
as well. These temporal variations of the bit rate give rise to
situations wherein the bandwidth of the communications
channel is sufficient or more than is required for portions of
the media program, but insufficient for other portions. Since
decisions are made with respect to current throughput and the
average bit rate of the media program stream, such variations
cause two problems: (1) the buffer becoming empty during
the bitrate peak, resulting in choppy playback, and (2) the
media program player may not switching up to a higher
bitrate during a valley, which results in lower quality video
displayed to the user who is capable of viewing a higher
quality stream.

What is needed is a method and apparatus allowing selec-
tion of media program bit-streams according to time-varying
bit rate requirements. The present invention satisfies this
need.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

In one embodiment, a method determines data describing a
temporal variability of a bit rate of a first bitstream and
receives the first bitstream through a communication channel.
A throughput for the communication channel is determined.
The method then compares the throughput of the communi-
cation channel with the data describing the temporal variabil-
ity of the bit rate of the first bitstream to determine a variance
of the first bitstream from the throughput for the communi-
cation channel for a portion of the media program not already
received. An amount of data currently buffered in a bufter for
the media program is determined and then the method com-
pares the amount of data currently buffered to the variance for
the portion to determine whether to switch to receiving a
second bitstream. The second bitstream has a different bit rate
from the first bitstream.

In another embodiment, a non-transitory computer-read-
able storage medium contains instructions, that when
executed, control a computer system to be configured for:
determining data describing a temporal variability of a bitrate
of a first bitstream; receiving the first bitstream through a
communication channel; determining a throughput for the
communication channel; comparing the throughput of the
communication channel with the data describing the temporal
variability of the bit rate of the first bitstream to determine a
variance of the first bitstream from the throughput for the
communication channel for a portion of the media program
not already received; determining an amount of data currently
buffered in a buffer for the media program; and comparing the
amount of data currently buffered to the variance for the
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portion to determine whether to switch to receiving a second
bitstream, wherein the second bitstream has a different bit
rate from the first bitstream.

In another embodiment, a method includes: generating, by
a computing device, data describing the temporal variability
of'the bit rate of a first bitstream; receiving, by the computing
device, a request for a media program from a user device;
transmitting, by the computing device, the data describing the
temporal variability of the bit rate of the first bitstream; trans-
mitting, by the computing device, the first bitstream on a
communication channel; receiving, by the computing device,
a request for the second bitstream from the user device, the
request based at least in part on a first comparison of a
throughput of the communication channel with the data
describing the temporal variability of the bit rate of the first
bitstream to determine a variance of the first bitstream from
the throughput for the communication channel for a portion
of the media program not already received and a second
comparison of the amount of data currently buffered to the
variance for the portion to determine whether to switch to
receiving a second bitstream; and transmitting, by the com-
puting device, the second bitstream on the communications
channel, wherein the second bitstream has a different bit rate
from the first bitstream.

In another embodiment, an apparatus includes: one or more
computer processors; and a non-transitory computer-read-
able storage medium comprising instructions, that when
executed, control the one or more computer processors to be
configured for: generating data describing the temporal vari-
ability ofthe bit rate of a first bitstream; receiving a request for
a media program from a user device; transmitting the data
describing the temporal variability of the bit rate of the first
bitstream; transmitting the first bitstream on a communica-
tion channel; receiving a request for the second bitstream
from the user device, the request based at least in part on a first
comparison of a throughput of the communication channel
with the data describing the temporal variability of the bit rate
of the first bitstream to determine a variance of the first
bitstream from the throughput for the communication chan-
nel for a portion of the media program not already received
and a second comparison of the amount of data currently
buffered to the variance for the portion to determine whether
to switch to receiving a second bitstream; and transmitting the
second bitstream on the communications channel, wherein
the second bitstream has a different bit rate from the first
bitstream.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

Referring now to the drawings in which like reference
numbers represent corresponding parts throughout:

FIG. 1 is a diagram illustrating an exemplary media pro-
gram system,;

FIG. 2 illustrates an exemplary computer system that could
be used to implement the present invention;

FIG. 3 is a diagram illustrating a content delivery sub-
system and top-level operations that can be used to deliver
media programs and advertisements for presentation to a
user;

FIG. 4 is a diagram illustrating a content delivery system
400 that provides for the transmission of media programs
according to a live streaming protocol;

FIG. 5 is a diagram illustrating an exemplary embodiment
of the master playlist;

FIG. 6 is a diagram of an exemplary segment playlist;

FIG. 7 is a diagram illustrating an aspect of a media pro-
gram transmission protocol;
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FIGS. 8A and 8B are diagrams illustrating how the media
program player 304 can receive media programs of different
bit rates;

FIGS. 9A and 9B are diagrams illustrating the provision
and use of data describing the temporal variability of the
bitstreams carrying the media program;

FIG. 10 is a diagram illustrating the bit rate of an exemplary
media program version as a function of time; and

FIGS. 11 and 12 are diagrams illustrating one embodiment
ot how a comparison between the throughput of the commu-
nications channel and the temporal variability of the bitstream
may be generated.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF PREFERRED
EMBODIMENTS

In the following description, reference is made to the
accompanying drawings which form a part hereof, and which
is shown, by way of illustration, several embodiments of the
present invention. It is understood that other embodiments
may be utilized and structural changes may be made without
departing from the scope of the present invention.

FIG. 1 is a diagram illustrating an exemplary media pro-
gram system 100. In the illustrated embodiment, the system
100 may comprise one or more media program sources 120A,
120B, communicatively coupled to a communication net-
work 104 such as the Internet and each having one or more
source video servers 122A, 122B communicatively coupled
to one or more source media program databases 124 A, 124B.
The media program system 100 further comprises a media
program provider 110, communicatively coupled to the com-
munication network 104, and having one or more provider
video servers 112 and one or more provider databases 114. In
one embodiment, the media program provider 110 is a video-
on-demand and/or streaming media program provider.

The media program system 100 transmits media programs
to a first user device 102 A such as a computer or a second user
device 102B such as a cellphone (hereinafter alternatively
referred to as user device(s) 120). This transmission may be
direct from the media program provider 110, or the media
program provider 110 may operate as a portal, providing an
interface to the media programs available from the media
program sources 120A and 120B, but not the media program
itself (which is instead provided by the media program source
(s) 120).

In the first case, the media program provider 110 licenses
media programs from the media program sources 120 (such
as www.fox.com or www.nbc.com), and metadata for such
programs is also typically provided to the media program
provider 110 from the media program source 120 as well.
Such metadata can be retrieved by the media program pro-
vider’s database 114 for use. If supplementary metadata is
required, it can be obtained from a metadata source 130
independent from the media program provider 110 and the
media program source 120, as described further below.

In the second case, the media programs are streamed to the
user device 102 directly from the servers of the media pro-
gram source 120. When the media program is streamed
directly from the media program source 120, it is often the
case that the metadata provided by the media program source
120 is insufficient. In such cases, supplementary metadata
may be obtained from independent metadata source 130
(such as www.tv.com or www.imdb.com) or other third party
sources. In this circumstance, the role of the media program
provider 110 is that of a portal that provides the user 132 with
alist ofavailable media programs and an interface to search to
find such programs and to view them.
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Media programs and metadata may be obtained via a com-
munication network 104 such as the Internet, or through
auxiliary (and/or dedicated) communication links 134). Such
information may be obtained by webcrawling (for example,
using a program or automated script that browses the World
Wide Web in a methodical, automated manner).

Using the user devices 102, remote users 132 can commu-
nicate with the media program provider 110 using the com-
munication network 104, to obtain media programs (includ-
ing video-on-demand and/or streaming video services) and to
search the provider media program database 114 to find
media programs of interest.

The media program system 100 may also comprise one or
more advertisement providers 140, which supply advertise-
ments that are replayed in connection with the media pro-
grams provided by the media program provider 110 or media
program sources 120. In the illustrated embodiment, the
advertisement provider 140 includes an advertisement pro-
vider server 142 communicatively coupled to an associated
and communicatively coupled advertisement provider data-
base 144.

Advertisements may be supplied from the advertisement
provider 140 to the media program provider 110 via the
Internet 104, a dedicated link 146, or by physical exchange of
a memory storage device having the advertisement. Such
advertisements can be provided to and stored by the media
program provider 110 and streamed or downloaded along
with the media program to the user device(s) 102 at the
appropriate time.

In one embodiment, the advertisements are integrated with
the streamed or downloaded video from the media program
provider 110. In another embodiment, the advertisements are
not integrated with the media program, but are instead trans-
mitted to the user devices 102 separately from the media
program, and replayed at the appropriate time using indices
that indicate when each advertisement should be presented.
For example, advertisements can be indexed and streamed or
downloaded to the user devices 102 (from the media program
provider 110 or the advertisement provider 140), and such
advertisements can be played back to the user 132 at times
indicated by corresponding indices in the media program.

FIG. 2 illustrates an exemplary computer system 202 that
could be used to implement elements of the present invention,
including the user devices 102, servers 112,122, and 142 and
the databases 114, 124, and 144. The computer 202 comprises
a general purpose hardware processor 204A and/or a special
purpose hardware processor 204B (hereinafter alternatively
collectively referred to as processor 204) and a memory 206,
such as random access memory (RAM). The computer 202
may be coupled to other devices, including input/output (I/O)
devices such as a keyboard 214, a mouse device 216 and a
printer 228.

In one embodiment, the computer 202 operates by the
general purpose processor 204A performing instructions
defined by the computer program 210 under control of an
operating system 208. The computer program 210 and/or the
operating system 208 may be stored in the memory 206 and
may interface with the user 132 and/or other devices to accept
input and commands and, based on such input and commands
and the instructions defined by the computer program 210 and
operating system 208 to provide output and results.

Output/results may be presented on display 222 or pro-
vided to another device for presentation or further processing
or action. Typically, the display 222 comprises a plurality of
picture elements (pixels) that change state to collectively
present animage to the user 132. For example, the display 222
may comprise a liquid crystal display (LCD) having a plural-
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ity of separately addressable pixels, each with a liquid crystal
that changes to an opaque or translucent state to form a part of
the image on the display in response to the data or information
generated by the processor 204 from the application of the
instructions of the computer program 210 and/or operating
system 208 to the input and commands. Similarly, plasma
displays include a pixel having three separate subpixel cells,
each with a different color phosphor. The colors blend
together to create the color presented in the pixel. Pulses of
current flowing through the cells are varied according to the
data generated by the processor from the application of the
instructions of the computer program and/or operating sys-
tem 208 in response to input and commands, changing the
intensity of the light provided by the pixel. Also, similarly,
cathode ray tube (CRT) displays include a plurality of pixels,
each with each pixel having subpixels typically represented
by dots or lines from an aperture grille. Each dot or line
includes a phosphor coating that glows when struck by elec-
trons from an electron gun. In response to the data generated
by the processor from the application of instructions of the
computer program and/or operating system 208 and in
response to input and commands, the electrons emitted by the
electron gun are steered at the dots or lines, thus changing the
state of the associated pixel by causing the phosphor coating
of'that dot or line to glow.

The image may be provided through a graphical user inter-
face (GUI) module 218A. Although the GUI module 218A is
depicted as a separate module, the instructions performing the
GUI functions can be resident or distributed in the operating
system 208, the computer program 210, or implemented with
special purpose memory and processors.

Some or all of the operations performed by the computer
202 according to the computer program 110 instructions or
may be implemented in a special purpose processor 204B.
Further, some or all of the computer program 210 instructions
may be implemented via firmware instructions stored in a
read only memory (ROM), a programmable read only
memory (PROM) or flash memory within the special purpose
processor 204B or in memory 206. The special purpose pro-
cessor 204B may also be hardwired through circuit design to
perform some or all of the operations to implement the
present invention. Further, the special purpose processor
204B may be a hybrid processor, which includes dedicated
circuitry for performing a subset of functions, and other cir-
cuits for performing more general functions such as respond-
ing to computer program instructions. In one embodiment,
the special purpose processor is an application specific inte-
grated circuit (ASIC).

The computer 202 may also implement a compiler 212
which allows an application program 210 written in a pro-
gramming language such as COBOL, C++, FORTRAN, or
other language to be translated into processor 204 readable
code. After completion, the application or computer program
210 accesses and manipulates data accepted from I/O devices
and stored in the memory 206 of the computer 202 using the
relationships and logic that were generated using the com-
piler 212.

The computer 202 also optionally comprises an external
communication device such as a modem, satellite link, Eth-
ernet card, or other device for accepting input from and pro-
viding output to other computers.

In one embodiment, instructions implementing the operat-
ing system 208, the computer program 210, and the compiler
212 are tangibly embodied in a computer-readable medium,
e.g., data storage device 220, which could include one or
more fixed or removable data storage devices, such as a zip
drive, floppy disc drive 224, hard drive, CD-ROM drive, tape
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drive, DVD, etc. Further, the operating system 208 and the
computer program 210 are comprised of computer program
instructions which, when accessed, read and executed by the
computer 202, causes the computer 202 to perform the steps
necessary to implement and/or use the present invention or to
load the program of instructions into a memory, thus creating
a special purpose data structure causing the computer to oper-
ate as a specially programmed computer executing the
method steps described herein. Computer program 210 and/
or operating instructions may also be tangibly embodied in
memory 206 and/or data communications devices 230,
thereby making a computer program product or article of
manufacture according to the invention. As such, the terms
“article of manufacture,” “program storage device” and
“computer program product” as used herein are intended to
encompass a computer program accessible from any com-
puter readable device or media.

Of course, those skilled in the art will recognize that any
combination of the above components, or any number of
different components, peripherals, and other devices, may be
used with the computer 202.

Although the term “user computer” is referred to herein, it
is understood that a user computer 102 may include portable
devices such as cellphones, portable MP3 players, video
game consoles, notebook computers, pocket computers, per-
sonal data assistants (PDAs) or any other device with suitable
processing, communication, and input/output capability.

FIG. 3 is a diagram illustrating a first embodiment of a
content delivery subsystem (CDS) 300 and top-level opera-
tions that can be used to deliver media programs and adver-
tisements for presentation to the user 132 according to the
HTTP, TCP, RSTP, or similar protocols. Using these proto-
cols, the throughput of the data transmitted to the media
program player 110 can be changed during media program
delivery according to a request from the media program
player 110 or on the initiative of the media server 114. For
example, RTSP defines a speed request header field that
requests that the media server deliver the data to the media
program player at a particular speed, consistent with the
media server’s ability and desire to provide the media at that
speed.

In the illustrated embodiment, the content delivery sub-
system 300 includes the user device 102, a media program
provider 110, and an advertisement provider 140. The media
program provider 110 comprises a feed service 306, a content
selector 308 and a content management service 310. When
the user 132 selects a media program using the user device
102, a message is transmitted from the user device 102 to the
media program provider 110 requesting the media program
identifier (PID) of the selected media program. The feed
service 306 receives the request, and using information
obtained from secure storage 312 via the content manage-
ment service 310, the feed service 306 determines the PID for
the selected media program and transmits the PID to the user
device 102. The user device transmits this PID and a user ID
to the content selector 308 of the media program provider
110. The content selector 308 forwards the information to the
content management service 310, which uses the advertise-
ment service 318 to select advertisements appropriate for the
user and selected media program, using information stored in
secure storage 312. This may be accomplished as described in
co-pending patent application Ser. No. 12/787,679, entitled
“METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR RAPID AND SCALE-
ABLE DIRECTED ADVERTISING SERVICE,” by Wing
Chit Mak, filed May 26, 2010, which application is hereby
incorporated by reference herein. The content management
service 310 forwards this information to the content selector
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318, which transmits information from which the user device
102 may obtain the selected media program from the media
server 114, as well as advertisements from the advertising
provider 140. In the illustrated embodiment, this information
includes the address (e.g. URL) where the desired media
program can be obtained from the media server 114. The user
device 102 transmits a media program request to the media
server 114 at a specified address. The media server 114
retrieves the media program from secure storage, and trans-
mits the media program to the user device 102. The user
device 102 receives the transmitted media program, and may
temporarily store the media program in buffer 305. Buffer
305 may include hardware and/or software buffering, and
may be resident in the media program player 305, or else-
where in the user device 102.

The user device 102 may also request advertisements from
the advertising provider 120 and receive them as well. Typi-
cally, media server 114 has a plurality of versions of the media
program, each suitable for communication channels of dif-
ferent throughput or bandwidth. Using information received
from the user device 102 or elsewhere, the media player 114
determines the most appropriate version of the media pro-
gram to transmit to the user device 102. This determination
can be based, for example, upon the bandwidth or available
bit rate of the communication channel used to transmit the
media program to the user device 102, the throughput of the
user device and the size and speed of the buffer 305 imple-
mented in the user device 102.

The user device 102 then receives the media program.
Typically, the media program data is stored in a hardware or
software buffer 305 in the user device, and retrieved in a
first-in-first-out (FIFO) manner. Since the average bit rate of
the delivered media program version is less than the band-
width capability of the communications channel, the buffer
305 fills while the media program is being played. Buffered
data is available even when the communication channel band-
width or the bit rate of the media program changes, and hence,
the buffered data can be used to reduce choppy playback.

Ifthe user device 102 determines that the media program is
not being delivered at the required bit rate (the rate at which
the data is consumed to play the media program exceeds the
rate that the data is received to an extent wherein the buffer
305 cannot adequately prevent choppy playback), the user
device 102 may send a message to the media server 114
requesting a different version of the media program (e.g. one
suitable for transmission at a lower bit rate). Conversely, if the
user device 102 determines that the media program is being
delivered at greater than the required bit rate, the user device
102 may send a message to the media server requesting a
version of the media program suitable for transmission at a
higher bit rate. This may provide the user 132 with a higher
resolution version of the media program.

Although the advertisement provider 140 and media server
114 is illustrated as a separate architectural entity than the
media program provider 110, the advertisement provider 140
may be integrated with the media program provider 110 (that
is, the media program provider may also provide the adver-
tisements). The CDS 300 provides a means to provide media
programs and advertisements across a plurality of distribu-
tion networks, which may include www.hulu.com, www.im-
db.com, www.aol.com or www.msn.com.

Metadata related to media program and advertisement con-
tent as well as streaming information may be stored in the
content delivery system 300 in database 312, as is data
describing where the media programs and advertisements
may be found within the CDS 300.
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The user device 102 may include an interface module 302
and a media program player 304. The interface module 302
includes instructions performed by the user device 102 that
are used to present information and media programs to the
user 132 and to accept user input, including commands.
Exemplary user devices 102 are a desktop computer, a laptop
computer, or a portable device such as an IPOD, IPHONE,
IPAD, a portable telephone, or a PALM device.

In another embodiment, the foregoing is implemented
without requiring the user device 102 to receive the PID and
transmit it to the content selector, and instead, merely accepts
a request for the media program from the user device and
produces a URL and metadata that is transmitted to the user
device 102 and used to obtain the media program from the
media server 114.

FIG. 4 is a diagram illustrating a content delivery system
400 that provides for the transmission of media programs
according to a live streaming protocol. This protocol is espe-
cially useful for mobile and wireless devices. Fundamentally,
this protocol is similar to the protocol illustrated in FIG. 3,
except that the when the user device 102 requests the media
program, it is provided with a “playlist” of small segments or
“chunks” of the media program. The user device 102 uses the
playlist to request transmission of each chunk of the media
program in order, and when each chunk is received, it is
processed and assembled into the media program presented to
the user 132.

As shown in FIG. 4, the user device 102 transmits a request
for the PID of the media program to the feed service 306. The
request typically comprises a user ID or a proxy thereof, as
well as some identification for the media program. The feed
service 306 receives the request, and obtains the PID of the
requested media program from the CMS 310, using informa-
tion obtained from secure storage 312 and content metadata/
streaming information database. The PID is then transmitted
to the user device 102. The user device then transmits a media
program request with the PID to the content selector 308.

A media program request having the PID is then transmit-
ted to a content selector 308, which forwards the information
to the content management service 310. The content manage-
ment system 318 uses the advertisement service 318 to select
advertisements appropriate for the user and selected media
program, using information stored in secure storage 312.
Again, this may be accomplished as described in co-pending
patent application Ser. No. 12/787,679 as described above.
The content management service 310 forwards this informa-
tion to the content selector 318. The content selector 308 may
then generate a master playlist.

FIG. 5 is a diagram illustrating an exemplary embodiment
of the master playlist 500. The master playlist includes a
plurality of links 502 A-502H, each associated with a segment
playlist for the media program expressed in different bit rates.
For example, link 502A is associated with a segment playlist
for a 1.5 Mbps bit rate version of the media program. Link
502B is associated with a segment playlist for a 3.2 MBPS
version of the media program, while link 502H is associated
with a 64 Kbps version of the media program.

The master playlist is then transmitted to the user device
102. The user device 102 selects the version of the media
program most appropriate for reception and playback. This
selection can be based, for example, on the bandwidth or
throughput of the communications channel between the
media server 114 and the user device 102 and/or the size and
speed of any buffer(s) 305 in the user device 102. The user
device 102 transmits a media program version request for the
selected version of the media program to the content selector
308. The content selector 308 receives the media program
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version request, generates a segment play list, and transmits
the segment playlist to the user device 102. The user device
102 receives the segment playlist and requests the segments in
the playlist in the order indicated from the media server 114 or
the advertising provider 140.

FIG. 6 is a diagram presenting an exemplary embodiment
of'a segment playlist. The segment playlist 600 includes links
602A-602N to each segment of the media program. Link
602A, for example, is a link to segment 0 of the media pro-
gram, and includes a token needed to retrieve the media
program. Link 602 is a link to the next segment of the media
program (segment 1), and also includes a token.

FIG. 71is adiagram illustrating the segments used in the live
streaming protocol. The media program provider 110 or
another entity generates multiple different versions of the
media program, each suitable for a different presentation
throughput. In the illustrated embodiment, three versions are
created, a high presentation throughput version 702, a
medium presentation throughput version 704, and a low pre-
sentation throughput version 706. Furthermore, each version
of the media program is separated into a plurality of seg-
ments. For example, the first version of the media program is
separated into N segments 702-1 through 702-N; the second
version of the media program is also separated into N seg-
ments 704-1 through 704-N, and the third version of the
media program is separated into N segments 706-1 through
706-N. In the illustrated embodiment, all of the segments are
of equal temporal length (that is, each is of the same time
period), but this need not be the case. However, all of the
versions of each particular temporal segment must all be the
same temporal length. In other words, segment 702-1 may be
temporally longer or shorter than 702-2, but must be the same
temporal length as 704-1. Although only 3 versions of the
media program are illustrated, the number of different media
programs could be as little as two or as many as is needed.
Typically, the number of versions is a tradeoff between the
storage, generation, and management of the different ver-
sions and the conservation of transmission bandwidth and
media program player processing requirements.

FIGS. 8A and 8B are diagrams illustrating how the media
program player 304 can receive media programs of different
bit rates. FIG. 8A illustrates an embodiment most relevant to
a traditional streaming protocol such as RSTP or UDP, while
the embodiment shown in FIG. 8B is most relevant to a live
streaming protocol.

Turning first to FIG. 8A, a situation wherein the media
program is offered in a high resolution (and high bit rate)
version as well as a low resolution (and low bit rate) version
is shown. The user device 102 or the media program provider
110, using information provided by the user device 102 deter-
mines that the throughput of the communications channel is
sufficient to allow reception and processing of the high reso-
Iution version available at a first address (in the illustrated
embodiment, at “http.www.mediaserver.com/highres.flv).
The user device thereafter receives the high resolution version
of the media program via the specified URL. However, as
shown in FIG. 8A, the bit rate of the high resolution version of
the media program changes over time, and at time t,, exceeds
a threshold that is a function of the bandwidth of the commu-
nication channel, the processing capability of the user device
102, and the size, fullness, and/or storage and retrieval time of
abuffer 305 used to store the media program data as it arrives.
The same problem can be encountered because the user
device 102 is processing other data and cannot adequately
process the incoming data on time, or because the bandwidth
of'the communications channel has changed. In any case, the
user device 102 senses this problem (for example, by moni-
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toring the amount of data in the buffer 305 and/or the rate at
which the buffered data is being used without being replen-
ished), and when necessary, requests a lower resolution (and
lower bit rate version) of the media program (in the illustrated
embodiment, available at http.www.mediaserver.com/me-
dres.flv). The media program provider 110 provides that
media program, and the user device 102 replays it for the user.
Attimet,, the bitrate of the media program is such that the bit
rate of the media program now is less than the threshold. At
this time, the user device 102 may request the higher bit rate
version of the media program or may continue to receive and
present the medium resolution version.

FIG. 8B illustrates how the media program can receive
media program segments while accounting for changes in the
presentation throughput according to a live streaming proto-
col. In the illustrated example, the media program player 304
receives segments of the first (high presentation throughput)
version of the media program 702-1 through 702-7 when the
presentation throughput is greater than a minimum threshold.
However, when the presentation throughput drops below the
threshold value at time t;, the media program player 304
receives media program segments of the medium resolution
(704-8 through 704-10 and also shown in FIG. 4). Typically,
the media program player 304 determines when a different
version of the streamed media program is desired based on a
variety of factors including the fullness of any buffer 305
storing segments before presenting them to the user, process-
ing load, and communications channel bandwidth.

As described above, the delivery and presentation of digital
media programs can be challenging because (1) the commu-
nication channel used to deliver the media program to the user
device 102 is (a) typically of limited bandwidth and (b) can
vary substantially over time and in mobile applications, the
user’s location, (2) the processing and presentation of the
received media program by the user device 102 requires (a)
significant throughput and processing speed which may
change with time and (b) significant storage capacity and
storage/retrieval speed of any buffering used in the user
device 102.

FIGS. 9A and 9B are diagrams illustrating a process ame-
liorating the foregoing problems by the provision and use of
data describing the temporal variability of the bitstreams
carrying the media program.

In block 902, a plurality of media program version bit-
streams are generated, with each media program version bit-
stream having a different bit rate than the other media pro-
gram version bitstreams. In one embodiment, media program
version bitstreams having a lower bit rate have either lower
resolution or a lower frame rate than media program version
bitstreams that have a higher bit rate. Each of these bits
streams may be continuous, and available from a single
address, such as shown in FIG. 8A, or may comprise a plu-
rality of segments, each available from a different address, as
shown in FIG. 8B.

In block 904, data describing the temporal variance of the
media program bitstream versions is generated. In one
embodiment, the data is expressed as a simple statistical
variance (e.g. the variance of time samples of the bit rate).

FIG.10is adiagram illustrating the bit rate of an exemplary
media program version as a function of time. The data
describing the temporal variance of the bit rate of the media
program bitstream version may be simply a measure of the
statistical variance of the bit rate of the media program
sampled at times t,, t,, ..., 1, or
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Alternatively, the data describing the temporal variance of
the bit rate of the media program bitstream version may
describe the bit rate as a function of time. This may comprise
simply the bit rate at selected times or the average bit rate of
the bitstream over a time period less than the duration of the
media program (for example, Atin FIG. 10). Such average bit
rates can be described for varying periods oftime as well (e.g.
At need not be constant). For example, the data may comprise
the average bit rate for the first 10 seconds of the media
program and the average bit rate for the next minute of the
media program. This allows more data to be provided in
portions of the media program where the bit rate varies more
substantially.

The temporal variance of the bit rate can also be described
in terms of the coefficients of a series which approximates the
bit rate as a function of time. In other words, if the bit rate as
a function of time is BR(t), a Taylor series can be derived
describing the bit rate, and the data describing the temporal
variance of the bit rate can comprise the derived Taylor series
parameters. These parameters can be processed by the user
device 102 to reproduce the bit rate as a function of time
BR(1). Similarly, since BR(t) represents a function over time,
the data describing the bit rate of the media program bitstream
can be expressed as a Fourier series or Fourier transform of
BR(t) (hereinafter referred to as BR(w)), and the temporal
variance of the bit rate can include the parameters of the
Fourier transform BR(w)). As with the Taylor series example,
the Fourier series or transform parameters can be processed at
the user device 102, (e.g. by inverse Fourier transform) to
reproduce BR(t).

Returning to FIG. 9A, the user device 102 transmits a
request for a media program, as shown in block 906. This can
be accomplished as described above with reference to FIGS.
3 and 4. The media program request may indicate not only the
requested media program, but also, the version of the
requested media program. In other words, the user device 102
may request a high resolution version of the media program,
orlower resolution versions of the media program, depending
on user preferences or an assessment of the throughput of the
communications channel and processing capacity of the user
device 102. Or, the media program request may simply
include the requested media program, and the media program
provider 110 may determine the appropriate version of the
media program to transmit, based on an assessment of the bit
rate of the requested media program, information regarding
the media program player or user device 102 and/or the com-
munication channel.

In blocks 910-916, the media program provider 110 trans-
mits and the user device 102 receives the data describing the
temporal variability of the selected (or requested) version of
the media program as well as the bitstream of the selected (or
requested) version. The data describing the temporal variabil-
ity of the bit rate of the media program version may be
transmitted in a separate message, or with the bitstream itself,
for example, in a header. Further, the data may describe only
the temporal variability of the selected or requested media
program version, or may describe the temporal variability of
the bit rate of the plurality of the media program versions, thus
providing the user device 102 with information that can be
used to select other media programs as required and further
described below. The data describing the temporal variability
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of'the bitrate of the media program can also be sent before the
media program bitstream is transmitted, or after transmission
has already begun. Furthermore, the data describing the tem-
poral variability of the bit rate of the media program can be
transmitted in separate messages, a bit at a time. For example,
for embodiments where the media program is transmitted to
the user device 102 in small segments, each segment may
include information regarding the temporal variability of the
bit rate of the media program for segment(s) that are to follow
the current segment. This permits the user device 102 to
determine which of the version of the media program bit-
stream to request.

In block 918, the media program player determines the
throughput of the communications channel used to transmit
the media program bitstream. This may be accomplished in
real time by estimating the rate at which the media program
bitstream is received by the user device 102, by the rate at
which any memory used to buffer 305 the received bitstream
becomes filled. Alternatively, this may be accomplished in
advance of the receipt of the media program bitstream, for
example, by determining the communications throughput
with the same media program provider 110 for media pro-
grams received in the past. Throughput can also be estimated
based upon time of day.

Turning to FIG. 9B, block 920 illustrates the generation of
a comparison between the throughput of the communications
channel and the temporal variability of the bitstream of the
media program.

FIG. 11 is a diagram illustrating one embodiment of how a
comparison between the throughput of the communications
channel and the temporal variability of the bitstream may be
generated. In the illustrated embodiment, the user device 102
has received and replayed the higher resolution media pro-
gram bitstream 1104 up until timet,. The user device 102 also
includes a FIFO buffer 305 that is used to temporarily store
the retrieved media program bitstream, with newly received
bitstream data entering the buffer 305 at the same time that
previously received bitstream data is read out of the buffer
305. That buffer 305 has received and stored the media pro-
gram bitstream up until time t,. Therefore, if no further media
program bitstream data were to be received, the user device
102 would be able to play the media program up until time t,.

As described above, the user device has determined the
throughput of the communications link. That throughput can
be determined, for example, using the total amount of data
that has been received by the user device, and how long it took
to download that data. Referring to FIG. 11, this can be
determined by simply adding up all of the data received
between time t, and t, (the current playback location), adding
the total amount of data stored in the bufter 305 (data between
time t, and t,), and dividing by the time it took to receive the
data (t,-t,). In other words, the user device 102 can compute
an estimate of

2
f BM(D)
10 )

=i

The result is a measured average bit rate for the received
media program between t, and t,. This is indicated in FIG. 11
as item 1102.

Since the user device 102 has received data describing the
temporal variability of the bit rate of the media program
bitstream, the user device can look ahead in time to determine
if considering data already received and buffered and data that
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can be expected to received if the average throughput contin-
ues at the current pace, the remainder of the media program
bitstream cam be received without interrupting playback. In
the illustrated example, this is possible if the throughput of
the communications channel does not significantly change
and so long as the amount of data currently buffered

173
f BM(ndr
"

exceeds the shortfall that is expected from time t; to time t,,, or

7
f BM (1).
3

In other words, the user device will not need to select a media
program version having a lower bit rate so long as the
throughput does remains constant and

1 4
f BM()dr = f BM (1) d1.
51 &)

However, if

ty 7
f BM(n)dr < f BM (1) d1,
Bt 3

the user device must select a media program version having a
lower bit rate (e.g. media program bitstream 1106 or 1108).
The user device can do this by determining whether the
amount of data currently buffered

2
f BM(D)
1

exceeds the shortfall that is expected from time t'; to time t',
of the lower bit rate media program bitstream 1106, or

1 4
fBM(t)dtzf BM (1) d1.
51

,
3

If this is the case, the media program player may select the
lower resolution media program player bitstream 1106.
Importantly, this determination can be made in advance, so
that disruptive bitstream changes can be minimized and can
consider the substantial variability of the bit rate of the media
program bitstream. For example, FIG. 12 is a diagram illus-
trating another possible plurality of bitstream bit rates for
different media program versions. In this case, it is clear that

1 4
f BM()dr = f BM (1) d1,
51 &)

and there is no need to switch to a lower bit rate version of the
media program. However, without the look ahead capability,
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the user device 102 may erroneously switch to a lower bit rate
bitstream (e.g. bitstream 1206) at or near time t;.

The same technique can be used to switch from a lower bit
rate media program bitstream (e.g. 1106 to a higher bit rate
media program bitstream (e.g. 1104)). In this case, since the
communication channel throughput is much more than is
required, the media program buffer 305 may fill rapidly. The
user device 102 can detect the rapidly filling buffer 305,
compute an average throughput for the communication chan-
nel, and looking at the bit rate for other higher resolution
bitstreams, determine that higher resolution versions of the
media program can be downloaded, processed, and presented
without disruption. The user device 102 may then decide to
request a version of the media program bitstream having a
higher bit rate.

It is noteworthy that in the buffer 305 capacity may be
considered in the foregoing determination. For example, if
the buffer 305 capacity is small, the time interval between t,
and t, will be smaller, and

73
f BM(ndt
1

will be proportionately less. Since less data is buffered, the
user device will likely need to switch to lower bit rate bit-
streams earlier and more often. However, simply increasing
the buffer 305 capacity does not ameliorate the need to select
different bitstreams, since the value of

1
f BM(n)dr
51

is also limited by the throughput of the communications chan-
nel and how fast buffered data is used up during playback.

In one embodiment, once the user device 102 determines
that the communications channel does not support the further
reception of a high bit rate version of the media program, the
user device immediately switches to receive and playback a
lower bit rate version of the media program. In another
embodiment, the user device 102 continues to play the higher
bit rate version of the media program stored in the buffer 305,
but receives and stores the lower bit rate version of the media
program from that point on. For example, if the user device
102 determines at time t,; that the communications channel
throughput is insufficient to support playback of the higher bit
rate version of the media program 1104 until the end of the
media program, the user device 102 may continue to read the
data from time t; to t, from the buffer 305, while refilling the
buffer 305 with data from time t, forward using the lower bit
rate version of the media program 1106. The user device 102
may also play the buffered media program data and simply
switch to receive a lower bit rate version once the buffered
data is exhausted.

The foregoing computations may be made at a number of
times during playback of the media program. For example, an
estimate of the throughput may be made shortly after bit-
stream data is received, and the appropriate bitstream selected
thereafter. Also, the computation may be repeated after trick
play operations such as pause, reverse, or fast forwarding, as
such operations will likely affect buffer 305 fullness. Or, the
foregoing computations may simply be made periodically
throughout playback of the media program.
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Returning to FIG. 9B, in block 922, a second bitstream is
selected for further reception at least in part according to the
generated comparison of block 920. A request for the second
bitstream is transmitted to the media program provider 110,
where it is received, as shown in blocks 924 and 926. The
second media program bitstream is then transmitted by the
media program provider 110 and received by the user device,
as shown in blocks 928 and 930.

Conclusion

This concludes the description of the preferred embodi-
ments of the present invention. The foregoing description of
the preferred embodiment of the invention has been presented
for the purposes of illustration and description. It is not
intended to be exhaustive or to limit the invention to the
precise form disclosed. Many modifications and variations
are possible in light of the above teaching. It is intended that
the scope of the invention be limited not by this detailed
description, but rather by the claims appended hereto. The
above specification, examples and data provide a complete
description of the manufacture and use of the composition of
the invention. Since many embodiments of the invention can
be made without departing from the spirit and scope of the
invention, the invention resides in the claims hereinafter
appended.

What is claimed is:

1. A method comprising:

determining, by a computing device, data describing a

temporal variability of a bit rate of a first bitstream;
receiving, by the computing device, the first bitstream
through a communication channel;

determining, by the computing device, a throughput for the

communication channel;
comparing, by the computing device, the throughput of the
communication channel with the data describing the
temporal variability of the bit rate of the first bitstream to
determine a variance of the first bitstream from the
throughput for the communication channel for a portion
of a media program not already received;
determining, by the computing device, an amount of data
currently buffered in a buffer for the media program; and

comparing, by the computing device, the amount of data
currently buffered to the variance for the portion to
determine whether to switch to receiving a second bit-
stream, wherein the second bitstream has a different bit
rate from the first bitstream.

2. The method of claim 1, further comprising:

when the amount of data currently buffered does not

exceed the variance, switching to receiving the second
bitstream, wherein the second bitstream has a lower bit
rate than the first bitstream.

3. The method of claim 1, further comprising:

when the amount of data currently buffered exceeds the

variance, not switching to receiving the second bit-
stream, wherein the second bitstream has a lower bit rate
than the first bitstream.

4. The method of claim 3, wherein the variance comprises
a shortfall of data that is expected for the portion of the media
program when the bitrate of the media program is above the
throughput of the communication channel.

5. The method of claim 1, further comprising:

when the amount of data currently buffered exceeds the

variance, switching to receiving the second bitstream,
wherein the second bitstream has a higher bit rate than
the first bitstream.
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6. The method of claim 1, further comprising switching to
receiving the second bitstream when the throughput of the
communication channel is greater than an amount of data
expected to be received for the portion of the media program,
wherein the second bitstream has a higher bit rate than the first
bitstream.

7. The method of claim 1, wherein the throughput of the
communication channel is based on the receiving of the first
bitstream through the communication channel.

8. The method of claim 1, wherein the throughput of the
communication channel is based on a factor other than the
receiving of the first bitstream through the communication
channel.

9. The method of claim 1, wherein comparing the amount
of data currently buffered to the variance to determine
whether to switch to receiving the second bitstream com-
prises using a capacity of the buffer in the comparison to
determine whether to switch.

10. The method of claim 1, wherein determining whether to
switch is determined before a point in the media program to
switch to receiving the second bitstream occurs.

11. The method of claim 10, further comprising:

sending a request for the second bitstream when the point

in the media program is reached.

12. The method of claim 1, wherein determining whether to
switch to receiving the second bitstream is based on whether
playback of the media program will be interrupted based on
the variance and the amount of data in the buffer.

13. A non-transitory computer-readable storage medium
containing instructions, that when executed, control a com-
puter system to be configured for:

determining data describing a temporal variability of a bit

rate of a first bitstream;

receiving the first bitstream through a communication

channel;

determining a throughput for the communication channel;

comparing the throughput of the communication channel

with the data describing the temporal variability of the
bit rate of the first bitstream to determine a variance of
the first bitstream from the throughput for the commu-
nication channel for a portion of a media program not
already received;

determining an amount of data currently buffered in a

buffer for the media program; and

comparing the amount of data currently buffered to the

variance for the portion to determine whether to switch
to receiving a second bitstream, wherein the second
bitstream has a different bit rate from the first bitstream.

14. The non-transitory computer-readable storage medium
of claim 13, further configured for:

when the amount of data currently buffered does not

exceed the variance, switching to receiving the second
bitstream, wherein the second bitstream has a lower bit
rate than the first bitstream.

15. The non-transitory computer-readable storage medium
of claim 13, further configured for:

when the amount of data currently buffered exceeds the

variance, not switching to receiving the second bit-
stream, wherein the second bitstream has a lower bit rate
than the first bitstream.

16. The non-transitory computer-readable storage medium
of’claim 15, wherein the variance comprises a shortfall of data
that is expected for the portion of the media program when the
bitrate of the media program is above the throughput of the
communication channel.

17. The non-transitory computer-readable storage medium
of claim 13, further configured for:
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when the amount of data currently buffered exceeds the
variance, switching to receiving the second bitstream,
wherein the second bitstream has a higher bit rate than
the first bitstream.

18. The non-transitory computer-readable storage medium
of claim 13, further configured for switching to receiving the
second bitstream when the throughput of the communication
channel is greater than an amount of data expected to be
received for the portion of the media program, wherein the
second bitstream has a higher bit rate than the first bitstream.

19. A method comprising:

generating, by a computing device, data describing the

temporal variability of the bit rate of a first bitstream;
receiving, by the computing device, a request for a media
program from a user device;

transmitting, by the computing device, the data describing

the temporal variability of the bit rate of the first bit-
stream;

transmitting, by the computing device, the first bitstream

on a communication channel,
receiving, by the computing device, a request for a second
bitstream from the user device, the request based at least
in part on a first comparison of a throughput of the
communication channel with the data describing the
temporal variability of the bit rate of the first bitstream to
determine a variance of the first bitstream from the
throughput for the communication channel for a portion
of the media program not already received and a second
comparison of an amount of data currently buffered to
the variance for the portion to determine whether to
switch to receiving the second bitstream; and

transmitting, by the computing device, the second bit-
stream on the communication channel, wherein the sec-
ond bitstream has a different bit rate from the first bit-
stream.

20. The method of claim 19, wherein the request for the
second bitstream is received when the amount of data cur-
rently buffered does not exceed the variance, wherein the
second bitstream has a lower bit rate than the first bitstream.

21. The method of claim 19, wherein when the amount of
data currently buffered exceeds the variance, the request for
the second bitstream is not received, wherein the second
bitstream has a lower bit rate than the first bitstream.

22. The method of claim 21, wherein the variance com-
prises a shorttall of data that is expected for the portion of the
media program when the bitrate of the media program is
above the throughput of the communication channel.

23. The method of claim 19, wherein the request for the
second bitstream is received when the amount of data cur-
rently buffered exceeds the variance, wherein the second
bitstream has a higher bit rate than the first bitstream.

24. The method of claim 19, wherein the request for the
second bitstream is received when the throughput of the com-
munication channel is greater than an amount of data
expected to be received for the portion of the media program,
wherein the second bitstream has a higher bit rate than the first
bitstream.

25. The method of claim 19, wherein the first comparison
of the amount of data currently buffered to the variance to
determine whether to switch to receiving the second bitstream
comprises using a capacity of the buffer in the comparison to
determine whether to switch.

26. An apparatus comprising:

one or more computer processors; and

a non-transitory computer-readable storage medium com-

prising instructions, that when executed, control the one
or more computer processors to be configured for:
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generating data describing the temporal variability of
the bit rate of a first bitstream;

receiving a request for a media program from a user
device;

transmitting the data describing the temporal variability 5
of the bit rate of the first bitstream;

transmitting the first bitstream on a communication
channel;

receiving a request for a second bitstream from the user
device, the request based at least in part on a first 10
comparison of a throughput of the communication
channel with the data describing the temporal vari-
ability of the bit rate of the first bitstream to determine
a variance of the first bitstream from the throughput
for the communication channel for a portion of the 15
media program not already received and a second
comparison of an amount of data currently buffered to
the variance for the portion to determine whether to
switch to receiving the second bitstream; and

transmitting the second bitstream on the communication 20
channel, wherein the second bitstream has a different
bit rate from the first bitstream.
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